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In the recent events of the Arab Spring the United States carefully chose when and where it would take an overt and proactive role in support for the pro democracy movements. However, the current National Security Strategy states clearly that the United States will be proactive and show global leadership in support of democratic movements as a matter of policy and principle. While the particular sensitivities of the Arab world may call for a subtle approach, the world watches the United States carefully during such events. The charge of US foreign policy being driven by narrow selfinterests such as oil and its own security concerns is a familiar charge by its critics. In cases where the US has intervened for humanitarian reasons the result has often been a demonstration of weak resolve to see the intervention through. While motives are by nature enigmatic, the historical consistency of the US promotion of democracy is unequivocal. In the next few years the United States will be challenged to balance its interests for stability and democracy in the new governments of North Africa. To negotiate these challenges the US government must view success in long term structural democratic development.
US SUPPORT FOR DEMOCRACY IN AUTHORITARIAN REGIMES
What should those engaged in democracy movements around the world make of the recent involvement of the United States in Libya? Does it signal a willingness for the US to take a more proactive role in supporting forceful resistance toward authoritarian regimes? But what about the situations in Syria or Bahrain? Does the lack of United States involvement in the pro democracy movements of these countries also say something about the US calculus to support pro democracy movements? Just how serious is the United States when it comes to promoting democracy around the world?
In the recent events of the Arab Spring the United States carefully chose when and where it would take an overt and proactive role in support for the pro democracy movements. The caution exhibited by the US is obviously due to strategic relationships with its leaders and the volatility of the region. However, the current National Security Strategy states clearly that the United States will be proactive and show global leadership in support of democratic movements as a matter of policy and principle 1 . But in many of the individual cases of the Arab Spring, the actions of the administration looked less like leadership and more like "let's wait and see what happens". In the case of Libya, rather than lead, the current American administration chose to take a back seat to French and other European leadership when the opportunity arose to oust one of the most repressive regimes in Africa; that of Muammar Gaddafi. While the particular sensitivities of the Arab world may call for a subtle approach, the world watches the United States carefully during such events. For decades the world has heard the United States preach democracy but actions always speak louder than words and the actions of the United States often bring into question its true motives that may lurk behind its prodemocracy rhetoric. The charge of US foreign policy being driven by narrow selfinterests such as oil and its own security concerns is a familiar charge by its critics.
Additionally, in cases where the US has intervened for humanitarian principles the result has often been a demonstration of weak resolve to see the intervention through; as witnessed in Somalia 1994.
While motives are by nature enigmatic, the historical consistency of the US promotion of democracy is unequivocal. The promotion of democracy has been a pillar of US foreign policy for many decades. Both Republican and Democratic administrations have long agreed that the United States should use its example to promote and even pressure democratic development in areas of the world beset by authoritarian and repressive regimes. The foreign policy of the current administration is no different. The current National Security Strategy from 2010, in speaking about the United States attempts to influence states toward democracy, asserts "when our overtures are rebuffed, we must lead the international community in using public and private diplomacy, and drawing on incentives and disincentives, in an effort to change repressive behavior." 2 However, in leading the international community to change repressive behavior, the US is often very selective; as in the case of Libya. Tsvangirai. After a very bloody election in 2008, the ruling party was forced to enter into a unity government with the MDC. The United States says it supports the Government of National Unity (GNU) and full implementation of the agreement that it is based on. 4 However, there is wide agreement that the GNU is dysfunctional. The two parties have not been able to work together and ZANU-PF holds nearly all the real governing power within the GNU. Therefore, both parties would like to see an election in the near future to produce a clear winner and movement toward a functional democratic government.
The Congressional Research Service estimates that the US as spent at least 10
Million USD alone on programs intended to promote democracy in Zimbabwe since 2002. 5 Zimbabwe also receives regular assistance from several other countries.
However, the bloody election of 2008 and its inability to produce a transition of power, States is on the line in Southern Africa.
Therefore, with its credibility on the line, the United States should double down on its efforts to promote democratic institutions and processes at this critical time in
Zimbabwe. An important area where the credibility of the US is at stake is in civil society. The United States has played a critical role in the development of civil society groups and in the strengthening of democratic institutions in Zimbabwe since 1980 and should not abandon its efforts now when they are needed the most. In fact, a very large portion of the Democracy and Good Governance assistance from the US goes to support the viability of civil society organizations that promote democracy. Without robust, dare I say invasive, support from the international community, the next election in Zimbabwe will be no different than the last three. We know from past history and well documented research that when Zimbabweans go to the polls to express their political voice, they will be harassed, intimidated, tortured, and even killed if they do not succumb to the will of ZANU-PF. Therefore, the United States must lead the international community to ensure any future election in Zimbabwe results in an accurate reflection of its citizen's desires.
Strong prodemocracy support in Zimbabwe by the United States will go a long way to undergird the moral authority of the United States in democracy promotion efforts. The moral authority of the United States, especially within institutions like the United Nations, is primarily derived from its example. When the US needs or wants international support to advance a foreign policy goal, more and more, nations around the world are questioning its motives. Oil and terrorism are seen by many around the world as the only interests that truly matter to the US. When US security or its economy are threaten, it does not hesitate to act and act with commitment. As a result, even when the US attempts to act in events that are less self-interested and more humanitarian, individuals will look for the self-interested angle.
For example, the vile Lord's Resistance Army (LRA) operating in Central Africa is universally condemned and reviled but in no way a threat to US security. The US for many years has provided assistance to the government of Uganda and support to the victims of LRA violence to help alleviate the suffering in Northern Uganda. The US has also provided modest military assistance to the Ugandan Peoples Defense Forces (UPDF) to develop needed material capacity to address the security threat from the LRA. In 2011 the Obama Administration pledged 100 US military advisors to help Uganda and other affected African nations finally eliminate this evil group from the region. However, despite this long-term focused effort; press from the region is already speculating that the real motive behind the US initiative is to get control of newly discovered oil reserves in Uganda. 6 Such a cynical view of US foreign policy is not uncommon in Africa. The United
States does often act very narrowly in its own self-interest. However, the US has also poured billions of dollars into programs to support the development of civil society and democratic processes around the world. In 2011 alone, the US devoted almost 2.5 billion USD to democracy and good governance promotion programs worldwide. 7 These funds have gone to create and sustain civil society groups and activists who would otherwise likely not exist. In Zimbabwe alone there are at least eighty civil society organizations that conduct activities funded by the US or other donor nations to promote democracy. 8 These organizations have grown to depend on US and western support in order to face the targeted harassment and repression they face by the autocrats in power. We know from the past that during any future election, this community will surely be attacked and their activities manipulated by the ruling political party. Therefore, having created and sustained this community for more than ten years, can the US remain muted and wait for other countries to act while Zimbabwe heads toward another bloody election?
We know any future election will again be bloody and ineffectual for two basic reasons: first, ZANU-PF and the military leadership of Zimbabwe have become so intertwined as to become indistinguishable; and two, the Chinese will continue to support ZANU-PF no matter how oppressive and badly it behaves. We know from more than ten years of reporting by independent media, human rights organizations, and civil society groups that ZANU-PF conducts its oppressive and deadly tactics with the support of the Zimbabwean Defense Forces (ZDF) and the Zimbabwean Republic Police (ZRP). 9 Gradually, but deliberately, ZANU-PF has militarized its political structures. This has occurred at every level of the party, from national organs such as the Central Committee down to the smallest local level team. The integration is so pervasive; there is now no practical separation between the functions of the party and the security institutions. Additionally, The US should not provide any election assistance unless there is verifiable security sector re-alignment and independent international monitoring of the election. Without both of these the election will be a waste of time and only get more
Zimbabweans tortured and killed. The monitors need to be present at a minimum from three months prior to three months after the election. Anything less will ensure that ZANU-PF, with the help of the ZDF and ZRP and with the acquiescence of their
Chinese friends, will steal another election and ordinary Zimbabweans will suffer once again.
The looming election crisis in Zimbabwe is an opportunity for the United States.
Zimbabwe offers the opportunity to put actions behind words and let the United States show the world it will not stand by and watch another violent and deadly election crush the hopes that its own programs have seeded. When the entire world is fixated on the "Arab Spring", the situation in Zimbabwe offers the US the chance to show the world that democracy matters in places where there is no oil, no "strategic interest". By leading the international community in Zimbabwe, the United States can be an inspiration and example to democratic movements and democracy advocates everywhere.
The US experience in Zimbabwe is instructive as the US government attempts to construct a policy to help the transitional governments born out of the prodemocracy movements of the last couple years in the Arab world. The US support of prodemocracy civil society groups in Zimbabwe has put the US squarely opposed and without influence to the ruling political party. Furthermore, it has left its finger prints on the groups it has funded. Civil society groups in Zimbabwe are now almost universally identified with the West and in particular the US government. ZANU-PF has little difficulty making the argument that civil society groups are tools of Western influence and therefore not in the best interest of Zimbabwe.
Countries of North Africa have colonial histories not unlike Zimbabwe's. The hangover for most countries with a colonial history results in suspicion and very cynical attitudes toward the West. Programs that promote ideas or philosophies that are deemed "Western" are thus scrutinized and often seen as promoting "foreign"
influences. This presents a real challenge for the US. Promotion of civil society groups that clearly promote a US government agenda can easily be discredited by traditionalist in these societies.
Despite the challenges, US funded programs supporting the promotion and development of democracy have been active in Tunisia, Libya, and most notably in In another Whitehouse announcement the administration stated that "it will be the policy of the United States to promote reform across the region and to support transitions to democracy. Real and durable democratic change in Tunisia and Egypt could have a transformative effect on the region and beyond. We will support free and fair elections, a vibrant civil society, basic rights to speak your mind and access information, and strong democratic institutions in both nations. We will empower women as drivers of peace and prosperity, supporting their right to run for office and meaningfully participate in decision-making because, around the world, history shows that countries are more prosperous and peaceful when women are more empowered." 18 These statements and financial support demonstrate that the US will attempt to shape the ongoing processes of reform in North Africa. This shaping by the United
States will be decidedly driven by a desire to see not just structural democratic development but also the development of social democratic norms. However, as previously stated, the newly created democratic space has allowed both the authoritarian and religious aspects of the political sphere to vie for power and influence.
Tunisia, Libya, and Egypt have all seen religiously based political parties gain significant popular support. The obvious question for the US is how to engage civil society evenly and avoid falling into the trap of "neo-colonialist" attempting to shape and mold North
African societies into mirror images of the United States. If the 43 million USD pledged to Tunisia goes only to groups aligned with liberal civil society groups that support liberal political groups, it will not take long for the religiously based parties such as Ennahda to frame the US support as "interference" and something other than "home grown". One must remember that in these relatively poor countries members of civil society organizations that are funded by the US enjoy a standard of living that is normally at a comfortable middle class level.
The manner in which prodemocracy programs are funded and managed will inevitably bring the US into conflict with the traditional and religiously conservative Islamist political parties. The challenge for US policymakers and diplomats in the region will be to balance the desire to support organizations that seek to mirror the US goals for democratization and the need to engage all segments of society with US funding to avoid having US assistance labeled partisan and biased against national interests in the countries it seeks to impact. As in the Zimbabwean experience, one can see how easy it is in a country with a colonial past to frame western supported activities as interference and neo-colonial.
Senator John Kerry recently articulated well how US funded programs would be tied to the development of democratic values in the American mold. In a statement to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee Senator Kerry was quoted: "As the people of the region demand reform, our approach to the region must embody our core values. At the most basic level, that means that we must be consistent in encouraging governments everywhere to respond to the hopes, and needs, and rights of their citizens…we must push back against the consolidation of power that has bred economic stagnation, corruption, and popular dissatisfaction…the citizenry-the entire citizenry-must have a greater voice in the affairs of their government. Just as women made their voices heard on the streets of Cairo and Tunis, so their voices must be heard in the halls of government…we know that religious parties will seek a voice in the Middle East's new political order, in Egypt and elsewhere. This may be reason for concern, but it is not reason to panic. We should engage the region's political actors while standing by the courage of our convictions. We will reject radicalism and anti-Semitism, and we will embrace moderation. For a modern democracy to function, violence can have no place in the political process. 19 These words sound good to an American audience and they demonstrate how American policymakers will be constrained to provide support only to civil society groups in the western mold. However, as was seen in Zimbabwe and in many other places, if you attach funding to any particular morality or political vision, you are likely to get what you pay for. What you will get is a civil society and an associated political sector that dutifully reflects the values of the source of their funding. Therefore, even if promoting laudable societal goals, this community will not be seen as "home grown" and
